Ambiguity in language derives, in part, from the multiple motivations that underlie the choice to use any particular expression. The use of some lexical items, such as probability expressions and scalar terms, can be motivated by a desire to communicate uncertainty as well as a desire to be polite (i.e., manage face). Research has demonstrated that the interpretation of these items can be influenced by the existence of a potential politeness motive. In general, communications about negative events, relative to positive events, result in higher likelihood estimates whenever politeness can be discerned as a potential motive. With few exceptions, however, this research has focused only on the hearer. In the present research we focused on the dyad and examined whether speakers vary their messages as a function of politeness, and the effect that this has on subsequent judgments made by a recipient. In two experiments we presented participants with situations that varied in terms of face-threat and asked them how they would communicate potentially threatening information. Both experiments included a second set of participants who read these utterances and provided judgments as to the degree of uncertainty conveyed by the utterance. In both experiments, messages in the face-threatening condition conveyed greater uncertainty than messages in the non-face-threatening condition, and the probability estimates made by the second set of participants varied as a function of conveyed uncertainty. This research demonstrates that when examining speakers and hearers together, severe events may be judged less likely (rather than more likely), because speakers tend to hedge the certainty with which they communicate the information.
Introduction
Ambiguity is an inescapable feature of language use. Consider, for example, a professor who says to a student ''It's possible your paper is publishable". The professor may have said this because she thinks there is some degree of uncertainty regarding the manuscript's outcome. The professor might also have chosen this phrasing in order to soften her negative opinion, that is, she doesn't think the paper is really publishable. So how should the student interpret this utterance? Multiple motivations for the use of expressions such as ''possible" are one major source of ambiguity, or imprecision, in linguistic communication. Recently, researchers have begun to examine how the interpersonal motivation to be polite, or manage face, can influence the manner in which uncertainty expressions (e.g., probability terms) will be interpreted (Bonnefon, Feeney, & De Neys, 2011) . Most of this research, however, has focused on the hearer, that is, how the recipient of a message will interpret a message as a function of face-threat. Rarely has the impact of this motivation on a speaker's linguistic choices been examined, and no one has yet examined senders and receivers within the same study; that is, how face management can influence how speakers phrase their utterances and how those utterances will then be interpreted. The purpose of the present research was to conduct some initial studies in this regard. As we demonstrate, considering the speaker and recipient together alters our understanding of the role of politeness in the communication of uncertainty.
The interpretation of verbal expressions of uncertainty
Research on verbal probability expressions suggests that their use is influenced by a variety of contextual factors; various characteristics of the outcome such as severity, base-rate, magnitude, and so on influence both the choice of which probability expression to use, as well as how these expressions are interpreted. For example, Patt and Schrag (2003) asked participants to choose a probability statement in order to convey a 10% likelihood of an event occurring when that event differed in terms of its outcome http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2016.05.005 0010-0277/Ó 2016 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
